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Self-managed superannuation funds (SMSFs) are an important part of the Australian superannuation 
system. How they invest and the returns they generate have ramifications for the welfare of SMSF 
members and for the wider economy.  
The Super System (Cooper) Review (2010) complained that “the level and quality of information available 
on SMSFs and the SMSF sector is inadequate given its significance as Australia’s largest superannuation 
sector by value.” 
This study aims to fill some of those knowledge gaps by examining a number of characteristics of people 
who choose to join SMSFs and the major factors that cause them to do so. 
 
Small retirement savings funds, namely those with four or fewer members, presently account for almost 
one third of retirement savings assets in Australia and serve over one million members. The number of 
SMSFs has increased from very few to more than half a million in less than two decades. However, little is 
known about why people start these funds and how they are operated.  
This study is based on a survey designed to gather information about the factors that motivate people to 
start or join a SMSF. The survey comprises demographic data on respondents’ views, ability and training, 
and the driving factors behind their choice to become a SMSF member or to remain in their existing fund. 
The survey sample covers 1,018 people between the ages of 24 and 74, drawn from the PureProfile panel, a 
nationally representative sample of over 600,000 Australians. The sample is evenly split across gender, but 
all respondents are members of a superannuation fund. Almost 50% are currently SMSF members. Of those 
who are not, less than 5%had previously been members. Also, 60% of the member respondents are over 
the age of 55, matching the age pattern in SMSF membership data reported by the Australian Taxation 
Office.  
The study finds that the most common influential factors in people either joining or considering joining a 
SMSF are the anticipated opportunities to participate in the investment of their fund’s assets, and to 
 
 
 
 
minimise their tax. On joining a SMSF the actions people are most likely to take are: invest in Australian 
shares; increase their superannuation contributions; and move to a safer investment strategy, often 
involving placing funds on term deposit.  
Most current SMSF members say that a financial planner or accountant originally suggested the idea of 
starting or joining the fund. The group of non-SMSF members who say they are thinking of starting an SMSF 
are more likely to be young men with high risk tolerance, confidence in their own financial knowledge and 
no particular trust in financial professionals. By contrast current SMSF members are more likely to be 
middle-aged females at the decumulation stage, with no particular financial skills but who trust financial 
professionals, again suggesting the effectiveness of financial professionals in recruiting SMSF members. 
Members of SMSFs attribute sound motives and trustworthiness to financial professionals at significantly 
higher rates than non-SMSF members in general. The study also compares the attitudes to financial 
professionals of those who are thinking about starting a SMSF, those who are currently members, and 
those who have left or closed a SMSF. This comparison suggests that members form a good impression of 
advisors when the SMSF is put into operation, a process for which they need professional help.  
Around 80% of members who report using financial professionals to help them start the fund continue 
using them afterwards. The most common continuing services used are tax advice (54%), auditing (47%), 
investments (33%), monitoring (32%) and administration (32%). It is surprising that respondents do not cite 
auditing more frequently, given that an annual audit is mandatory.  
SMSF members do not show significantly higher levels of financial literacy than non-members, and 
probably rely on professional advice to cover gaps in their own knowledge.  
Members demonstrate a slightly better working knowledge of SMSF regulations than non- members, 
although the average standard of knowledge is surprisingly poor.  
The study shows that people who are overconfident in their financial literacy are significantly more likely to 
be SMSF members. This also shows up in risk tolerance levels, with SMSF members evidently more willing 
to accept risk in financial matters than non-SMSF members.  
Overall the findings suggest that members of SMSFs have a higher than warranted perception of their 
numeracy and financial literacy skills, relatively high risk tolerance levels and an inadequate knowledge of 
SMSF regulations. These findings raise concerns regarding how SMSFs are managed and how their assets 
are invested. This is especially problematic if members are overly involved in their fund’s management and 
investing.  
 
